
Health & Aging: Holding Our Elders Up

Gary L. Ferguson II, ND (he/him) Unangax̂/Aleut

Chief Health Administrator

Tulalip Health System

I.H.S. Clinical & Community Workforce Summit

March 11, 2026



Chief Seattle’s Wisdom

“Even the rocks thrill with memories of past events,

The very dust beneath your feet respond more lovingly to 

our footsteps, because it is the ashes of our Ancestors.

The soil is rich with the life of our Kindred.”

~engraved on Chief Seattle’s grave at The Suquamish Tribe











Timeline for Understanding

Pre-1492: Native American tribes inhabit what is now North and South 

America, living in diverse cultures with complex social, educational, 

spiritual and political structures.

1492-1800s: European colonization begins, leading to conflicts, 

displacement, and loss of land for Native American tribes. Treaties are 

negotiated, often broken by colonizers.

1741 Russia begins to colonize Alaska - starting in the Aleutian Region

1792 Captain Vancouver enters the Salish Sea

1830: Indian Removal Act leads to the forced relocation of many Native 

American tribes, notably the Cherokee along the Trail of Tears.

1868: The Treaty of Fort Laramie is signed, guaranteeing the Lakota Sioux 

ownership of the Black Hills.

Late 19th to early 20th century: Assimilation policies, including boarding 

schools, aimed at erasing Native American cultures and languages.



Timeline for Understanding

➢ The Department of Interior’s 1883 Code of Indian Offenses—

de facto laws that applied only to American Indians—punished 

Indian dances and feasts by imprisonment or withholding food 

(treaty rations) for up to 30 days. Any medicine man convicted 

of encouraging others to follow traditional practices was to be 

confined in the agency prison for not less than 10 days or until 

he could provide evidence that he had abandoned his beliefs.

https://www.smithsonianmag.com/blogs/national-museum-american-indian/2018/11/30/native-
perspectives-american-indian-religious-freedom-act/

https://rclinton.files.wordpress.com/2007/11/code-of-indian-offenses.pdf




Timeline for Understanding

➢ 1924: The Indian Citizenship Act grants citizenship to all Native 

Americans born in the United States.

➢ 1930 U.S. Commodity Foods Program

➢ 1950’s First Cases of Diabetes in Native American Communities

➢ 1953: Termination policy initiated by the federal government, 

aiming to end the recognition of Native American tribes and 

assimilate individuals into mainstream society.

➢ 1960s-1970s: Native American activism gains momentum, with 

events like the occupation of Alcatraz Island and the Trail of Broken 

Treaties.

➢ 1978: The American Indian Religious Freedom Act (AIRFA) is 

passed, protecting and preserving Native American religious 

practices and sacred sites.



Historical Trauma
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“The built 
environment is 
designed, 
intentionally or 
not, to cause 
depression, 
cognitive decline, 
dementia, and 
other illnesses - 
all mediated by 
inflammatory 
cytokines.”
― Raj Patel



Maladaptive Responses to Historical Trauma

➢ Stockholm Syndrome

 Used to describe positive emotional attachments that some 
victims develop towards people who have abused, tortured, 
or taken them captive.

➢ Cultural (Dissociative) Amnesia

We ‘forget’ who we are, our Ways, Traditions and 

connection to the land, Creator

➢ Fight, Flight, Freeze, FAWN

We become enamored with the Captor/Colonizer’s ways



Dr. Angela 
Michaud, DC
Photo used with 
permission

Generational Strength





Dr. 
Weston
Price



…examples of 

physical excellence 

and dental 

perfection such as 

has seldom been 

excelled by any race 

in the past or 

present.

1930’s…travelled to 

remote Alaskan villages



“…strong rugged 

babies”



Virtually NO dental decay, until…

… villages with trading 

posts…”store grub” …

“A typical effect of 

modernization on a 

growing girl was shown 

in a case in which the 

central incisors and 16 

other teeth were attacked 

by dental caries. Sixty-

four per cent of her teeth 

had tooth decay.”



➢ Dental arch deformities
➢ Crooked Teeth
➢ Changed facial form 

“We have few problems more urgent 
or more challenging 

than reversing these trends.”    
                                                Weston A. Price, 1933

1st generation of children born 

after adoption of ‘store grub’ 





➢ Loss of ancestral diet: dental health plummeted, 

with defects in next generation with switch to 

processed foods



➢ Steven Paul Judd (Màutáñ)
➢ steven@restless-natives.com

Kiowa+Choctaw





O’Brien, D.M., Thummel, K.E., Bulkow, L.R., Wang, Z., Corbin, B., Klejka, J., Hopkins, 

S.E., Boyer, B.B., Hennessy, T.W. and Singleton, R. (2016) ‘Declines in traditional 

marine food intake and vitamin D levels from the 1960s to present in young Alaska 

Native women’, Public Health Nutrition, , pp. 1–8. doi: 10.1017/S1368980016001853.



Serum Vitamin D and δ15N values, YK 

Women, 1960s to 1990s  
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“Let foods be your medicine”
-Hippocrates







Traditional First Foods



























http://www.apiai.org/product/traditional-foods-recipes/





https://www.cdc.gov/diabetes/ndwp/pdf/part-iv---traditional-foods-in-native-

america.pdf



Am J Community Psychol. 2014 September ; 54(0): 100–111. doi:10.1007/s10464-014-9647-1



Culture is Medicine



Unangax̂ Elder

Agnes Thompson

Niigugim Tanasxaa Culture 

Camp (Atka, Alaska)



Intergenerational Connectedness



Connectedness In Action

Ullrich, J. S. (2019). For the love of our children: an Indigenous 

connectedness framework. AlterNative: An International Journal of 

Indigenous Peoples, 15(2), 121-130. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1177180119828114

















Successful Aging Through the Eyes 

of Alaska Native People

• Taking responsibility for one’s own health 

and wellbeing

• Being active in the community

• Passing down knowledge and wisdom 

(rather than basing it solely on physical 

health).

Lewis, J. (2010). Successful aging through the eyes of Alaska Natives. Exploring 
generational differences among Alaska Natives. Journal of Cross-Cultural 
Gerontology, 25 (4), 385-396. doi:10.1007/s10823-010-9124-8.
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Cultural Considerations: Language and Legacy
• Approximately 150 American Indian and Alaska 

Native languages are still in use
• Assess literacy levels before providing written 

materials
• Use "probability statements” with caution as they 

may not translate accurately and be 
misinterpreted as fact 

• Avoid direct sharing of negative information as 
some traditions view words and thoughts as 
influencing outcomes

• Use indirect communication, for example, involve 
a third party or avoid direct "you" statements 
when discussing potential negative outcomes
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Vary by tribal nation, family, and individual circumstances
Cultural Considerations 

Ask permission before 
discussing palliative care as it 

is a sensitive topic for 
American Indian and Alaska 

Native people

Be aware that some 
dementia-related behaviors 
are viewed as a gift or 
blessing that do not need 
treatment

Be familiar with challenges 
faced by rural communities 
and resilient practices of  
American Indian and Alaska 
families and people living with 
dementia

Document cultural activities 
people living with dementia 
enjoy to help them achieve 

wellbeing 





“The past is not a burden. It is a scaffold which brought us 

to this day. We are free to be who we are, to create our own 

life out of our past and out of our present. We are our 

ancestors. When we can heal ourselves, we also heal our 

ancestors, our grandmothers, our grandfathers, and our 

children. When we heal ourselves, we heal mother earth.”

“To heal is to become ourselves, to become the light 

within. It is to accept ourselves and what we feel, and in 

doing so accept others. It is to be a real person”

~Dr. Rita Blumenstein, Yup’ik Tribal Doctor



“Now is the time to 

share Traditional 

Knowledge for our 

own well-being 

and for the sake of 

our future 

generations.”

Dr. Rita Blumenstein, 

Yup’ik Tribal Doctor
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